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Abstract 
The way in which members make sense of their daily activities and 
use certain methods to formalize their interactions is often underrated in 
social sciences. Even members themselves take those methods for 
granted and use the recurrence of different patterns to formalize their 
practices. Ethnomethodology - a social inquiry that explains the ways in 
which members create and maintain a sense in social life; places particular 
emphasis on the methods used by members and suggest that they are the 
experts on this subject. As a social researcher would do, members, from an 
early age, learn from what they observe. Once a recurrent pattern is 
localized by them, it ends up being formalized and becomes part of the 
social norm of a setting. The particular focus of this project will be on how 
Ethnomethodology approaches the methods that members use to identify 
each other’s and make sense of their practices. Furthermore, we will 
explore a specific real-life setting and use Membership Categorization 
Analysis to explore how members expect different things from the different 
categories. We will also look at how do members learn from observation, 
and finally, we will present a discussion that questions free will since it is 
‘obvious’ that situations and settings are formalized. 
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Summaries 
● Dansk: Måden medlemmer af samfundet, giver mening til 
deres daglige aktiviteter, er tit undervurderet af socialvidenskabsforskere. 
Selv medlemmerne tænker ikke over, at de metoder eller forskellige 
mønstrer de bruger dagligt, er vigtige fremgangsmåder. Etnometodologi 
(en undersøgelse der forklarer de forskellige måder medlemmer skaber og 
opretholder socialt liv) ligger vægt på de metoder og mønstrer medlemmer 
af samfundet bruger og foreslår at de faktisk er eksperterne på dette 
område. Som en samfundsforsker ville gøre, lærer medlemmer fra 
barndommen af, ved at observere. Så snart de tilbagevendende mønstrer 
bliver lokaliseret, bliver de også formaliseret som en del af de sociale 
normer til denne specifikke kultur. Dette projekts særlige fokus vil være om 
Etnometodologis tilgang til de metoder medlemmer bruger til at identificere 
hinanden og måder de opfører sig på i det sociale liv. Yderligere bruger vi 
Medlemskab Kategorisering Analyse i en ægte situation ved at udforske 
medlemmer og hvordan de skaber forskellige kategorier og forventninger til 
de forskellige kategorier. Vi vil også gerne præsentere en specifik teori om 
hvordan man ville kunne at skabe de kategorier. Til sidst, vil vi gerne tale 
lidt om fri vijle og de åbenbare problemer som en formalisering af 
samfundet kunne skabe. 
 
 
● Español: La forma en que los miembros dan sentido a sus 
actividades diarias y el uso de ciertos métodos para formalizar sus 
interacciones es, a menudo, subestimada en las ciencias sociales. Incluso 
los propios miembros dan por sentado esos métodos y el uso de la 
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recurrencia de los diferentes patrones de formalizar sus prácticas. La 
Etnometodología - una investigación social que explica las formas en que 
los miembros crean y mantienen el sentido de su vida social - hace 
especial hincapié en los métodos utilizados por los miembros y sugiere que 
ellos mismos son los expertos en materia. Tal y como un investigador 
social lo haría, los miembros, desde temprana edad, aprenden de lo que 
observan. Una vez que un patrón recurrente es localizado, termina siendo 
formalizado y parte de la norma social. Los temas específicos que 
trataremos en este proyecto serán: ¿De qué manera la Etnometodología 
enfoca los métodos que los miembros utilizan para identificarse entre ellos 
y de dar sentido a sus actividades? Seguidamente, vamos a explorar un 
entorno real y utilizar el Análisis de Categorización de Miembros para 
explorar cómo los miembros expectan reacciones diferentes de los 
miembros de las diferentes categorías. También echaremos un vistazo a 
cómo estos miembros aprenden de la observación y, por último , vamos a 
presentar una discusión que cuestiona la libertad, ya que es "evidente" que 
las situaciones y las escenas cotidianas se formalizan. 
 
● Estonian: Meetodid, mida ühiskonnaliikmed kasutavad 
igapäevategevuste ja sellest tingitud omavahelise suhtlemise loogiliseks 
lahti seletamiseks, on tihtipeale sotisaalteadustes alahinnatud. 
Ühiskonnaliikmed isegi võtavad neid meetodeid enesestmõistetavalt ning 
kasutavad korduvaid mustreid vormistamaks teatud tavasid. 
Etnometodoloogia - sotiaalteadus, mis seletab kuidas liikmed loovad ja 
säilitavad teatud tunnetuse oma ühiskondlikus elus - rõhutab ennekõike 
just meetodeid, mida üksikisikud kasutavad selleks tunnetuseks, vihjates 
indiviididele kui oma ala ekspertidele. Nagu sotisaalteadlased, õpivad kõik 
  
6 
ühiskonnaliikmed, alates varasest east, jälgima end ümbritsevat ja tegema 
sellest loogilisi järeldusi. Kui teatud mustriline korduvus on kindlaks 
määratud, fikseeritakse see sotsiaalse elu neutraalse osana. Käesolev 
projekt keskendub eelkõige sellele, kuidas etnometodoloogia läheneb 
nendele meetoditele, mida ühiskonnaliikmed alateadlikult kasutavad 
üksteise ja teineteise käitumisnormide ning vastavate meetodite 
identifitseerimiseks. Veelgi enam, selles projektis on võetud vaatluse alla 
konkreetne reaalelu situatsioon, kus on uurimise all kuidas liikmed 
eeldavad erinevaid käitumismalle kaasliikmetelt vastavalt nende 
liikmelistele kategooriatele. Kui olla veelgi täpsem, meie grupp uuris, kuidas 
liikmed antud situatsioonis üksteiselt õppisid. Eelpool mainitu ärgitas meies 
huvi ‘vaba tahte’ vastu, mille üle arutlemine võtab kokku ning aitab 
selgitada miks võetakse iseenesestmõistetavalt, et teatud ühiskondlikult 
‘kehtestatud’ reegleid järgitakse. 
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Problem Formulation and Research Questions 
Problem Formulation 
We want to explore the methods that members of society use in order to 
formalize their daily practices; methods, which are often taken for granted 
and help to sustain social order in informal settings, such as a Baresso 
coffee bar. 
 
Research questions 
● How does Membership Categorization Analysis help to understand 
the way in which members use recurrent patterns of conduct and 
practices to bind themselves into different categories? 
● What signs are members looking for when interacting, in order to 
make sense of their communication practices? 
● How do members learn their methods? 
● Are those methods visible when exploring an informal setting, such 
as a Baresso coffee bar? 
● If these methods are related to cultural knowledge and previous 
experiences, does free will exist when interacting with each other? 
 
 
 
 
  
8 
Theoretical Foundations: Dimensions 
The main dimension covered in this project is that of Subjectivity and 
Learning as we have focused on the categorization of the different 
members of each category in relation to society. We have also explored the 
knowledge that members acquire through the observation of different daily 
patterns and how culture influences how we learn from them. After 
experiencing different practices and recurring patterns, members are able 
to use the obtained knowledge to make sense of the order of daily life. 
During the process of writing this project, we also looked upon how 
members’ practices relate to some socio-cultural conditions that are often 
taken for granted. With the aim of corroborate some of the theories, 
fieldwork was carried out where we use our own knowledge and 
subjectivity to understand how an informal setting is formalized on the sly. 
 
The second dimension covered is that of Science and Philosophy. 
This is so for a few reasons. Firstly, theory will be discussed, both from a 
humanistic and scientific perspective. We will relate the two, and note how 
closely the two are actually related. Secondly, we are exploring some 
approaches to Ethnomethodology in an epistemological way. This means 
that we are looking into the characteristics of this very outstanding social 
science and proving its validity through observation and fieldwork. It is easy 
to argue that Ethnomethodological analysis is often dotted with researchers’ 
own membership knowledge when studying membership in action. In a 
scientific perspective, this could be a disadvantage since the result is far 
away from anything objective, which would mean it is not valid.  However, 
when exploring Ethnomethodological approaches it is possible to use the 
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previously acquired knowledge to account and make sense of different 
social practices. To conclude, there will be presented a discussion of free 
will in the end of the project that will reinsure the coverage of this 
dimension.  
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Applied Methods 
Ethnomethodology is a social inquiry, which explores the methods 
that members use in order to make sense of their practices. For this reason, 
it will be wrong to present any kind of methodology that is not being used 
by members themselves. In ethnomethodological research, the members 
are considered the experts, since they are the ones that use methods of 
social organization in their everyday life. Furthermore, the researcher is 
also viewed as a member and for this reason one might find confessions or 
evasions of subjectivity in ones analysis. Common sense and researchers’ 
own membership knowledge are some of the most relevant methods used 
during the inquiry.  
 
Common sense, in this case, refers to member’s idealization of their 
own and the others’ behavior. Members accomplish the order of their social 
world via those idealizations (Have, 1999). This means that idealizations 
are often used as methods of establishing the expectations that members 
have of each other. There is a common understanding of these 
expectations and Ethnomethodology is interested in the analysis of this 
common sense since it is taken for granted by members (Have, 1999). The 
constitutive practices of common sense are not noticeable until an 
unfamiliar action(s) makes attention necessary. This is why, 
ethnomethodologists, such as Garfinkel, used ‘breach experiments’ in order 
to explore what happens when expectations are being broken and which 
methods members used in order to maintain the social order that is being 
disrupt (Have, 1999). Since this project is focused on the accomplishment 
of formality in a setting, rather than on what happens when the order is 
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disrupted, we do not find the ‘breach experiment’ method relevant. Instead, 
what is of importance when studying membership in action is our own pre-
existing membership knowledge. 
 
When exploring the chosen setting, we cannot avoid the fact that we 
are just other members. We, as other members, are experts of how to keep 
the normality of the social order in any setting. When arriving to a new 
setting the norms of conducts are often confusing. This is why it is 
necessary to use the documentary method, which consists of the 
observation of social actors in practice. It might sound like a big technicality 
but, actually, the documentary method is used nearly every day with the 
aim of learning from other member’s, that might be more familiar with the 
setting, conducts and practices. When using the documentary method, it is 
difficult to not take account of the knowledge that we achieved from 
previous similar experiences. Thus, the pre-existing information and the 
new knowledge obtained from observation helps us to categorize other 
members and make sense of the social organization of settings, practices 
and conducts.  
 
Throughout this project, ethno methods (methods used by members, 
‘ethno’ from the Greek ‘ethnos’, that means ‘nation’), the science that 
studies those methods, and the different ways members learn those 
methods, are going to be introduced in order to gain a better understanding 
of how members make sense of their practices. 
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Theories For the Humanities Course 
The term ‘theory’ is a widely used term, seemingly working its way 
into all aspects of life, but what is theory exactly? According to Valentine 
Cunningham, Professor of English at Oxford University states: “We live 
within an abundance of apparently novel theories, approaches, terminology 
and rhetoric’s. Theory is everywhere” (Cunningham, 2002: 24). For 
students and the alike, this can be a very confusing term, and even more 
confusing to put into motion. It is therefore, before introducing the theories 
for this project, a short interlude, pertaining to what exactly - if exact at all – 
theory is. 
  
 At first glance, the idea that theory could be broken down into two 
categories seemed rather legitimate. Thus came Theory of the Humanities 
and Scientific Theory. According to Gay Volney, professor of religion, 
psychiatry and anthropology, humanistic and scientific theory could be 
seen as a masterful painting, however, both portraying different aspects of 
the painting. He states that humanistic theory, would engage more in 
explaining the ‘meaning’ of the painting and the person behind it, whereas 
scientific theory, would look at the details of the paint; what chemical 
compounds make up the paint that creates the colors etc. (Volney, 2009: 
10). Is it so simple though? If one were to make a list of which subjects 
belonged under the column of humanities, and the others to science, it 
would seem that certain subjects such as geography and/or history could 
be argued either way. This brings back the notion of the masterful painting, 
and how Gay Volney separates the two fields. Is it plausible that the 
humanities could also look at the details of the paint? We would argue that 
  
13 
it is plausible, based on the fact that a masterful painting such as the 
mentioned Matisse holds cultural value (10). The humanities may not take 
a microscope to analyze each pigment, but this is not to say that a 
humanist does not look at detail. It is, in fact, human culture, social and 
historical growth, from the early Greeks such as Plato, to the latter works of 
Sigmund Freud, which have allowed for progression and evolution of the 
sciences (Lacey, 2011: 1). 
 
If science and humanistic theory cannot be separated according to 
the metaphor of a painting, can it actually be separated, or should it be 
separated at all? As mentioned above, paradigms within scientific theory 
form based on what Thomas Kuhn - physicist, historian, and philosopher - 
coined ‘prescience’ (Kuhn, 1962). This is the idea that progress of science 
is dependent on an outbreak of knowledge, based on what already exists. 
Michel Foucault in his own field marked towards the same notion that we 
must look back in order to progress forward (Blackburn, 2009). Looking 
back, inevitably makes one stumble upon the beginning: Early Greek and 
Greek Philosophy.  
 
Philosopher, Aristotle (384BCE-322BCE) is still to this day 
considered one of the most recognizable philosophers, highly noted for 
contributions to modern western philosophy and philosophies of science. 
Aristotle believed that knowledge was attainable through interacting with 
the physical world. However, he also was conscious of the fact that human 
interpretation and association with the physical world also played a part in 
understanding it (Bio, 2013). His philosophical standpoint of knowledge via 
interaction led way to his scientific discovery. Aristotle is noted for 
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contributing to geology, marine biology and meteorology. However, 
Aristotle was by virtue an observer, and thereby interested in the concept of 
logic. He argues through a theory of deduction that if something becomes 
realized, something else must follow (Bio, 2013). Philosophers still use this 
idea today, referring to this idea as ‘syllogism’. 
  
The previous paragraph builds on two separate notions about theory. 
First, it supports the idea of prescience: that one must look back in history, 
to move forward with new strands of thought, or scientific discovery. 
Secondly, this shows just how closely related and interconnected 
humanistic and scientific theories are. In order for one to move forward with 
any theory, archives, memoires, scriptures and other historical literature 
must be understood. Language (typically a humanist subject), lends itself to 
science via history in order for science to progress. As for the humanistics, 
subjective or not, once science progresses, so can the humanistics by way 
of putting certain ‘Descartian’ philosophical thoughts to rest.  
 
 It seems that no matter if theory comes from science, or rather from a 
humanist perspective, it is still in fact ingrained into both. Theory seems to 
be a portal into which one can view the past, and pave a knowledgeable 
perspective of the future. However, as seen above by those that have been 
quoted in this paper, it is also noticeable that theory is not necessarily the 
truth. No, theory is not an art piece, and yes scientists know now, with the 
help of technology, that animals cannot be classified into species based on 
blood color, as Aristotle would have advised. Theory itself progresses, by 
building upon, or disproving already existing theories (Cunningham, 2002: 
24). In simple terms, theory can be thought of as an opinion or an 
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interpretation of previous knowledge, leading humanists, critics, scientists 
and students alike into a possible new way of thinking or viewing the world 
around us. It is therefore, one should always keep in mind that “there is no 
truth, there are only interpretations” (Blackburn, 2013). 
 
It is here that we will present to you our chosen theories for the 
remainder of this project. As we have discussed, these theories below also 
branch off of various other fields of thought, presenting new ways in which 
to envision the world around us. Both theories again straddle the lines 
between scientific and humanistic theories. Our purpose into choosing 
specifically these two theories is both the radicalness of Ethnomethodology 
and the bases of how it is possible for humans learn and develop in social 
settings in which Social Learning theory will be used. 
 
Theory: Project Theories 
The first theory presented in this project, is the theory of 
Ethnomethodology as found in the Studies of Ethnomethodology, written by 
Harold Garfinkel (1978). This theory foundationally roots itself in sociology 
however a radical branch of social science. Ethnomethodology as a theory 
divulges to explain the ways in which members analyze indexical 
information. Indexical in this instance refers to an act or expression in a 
specific time and space which is given meaning according to the 
background social and daily life knowledge of the members (Garfinkel, 
1967: 78). Individuals in common realities, reveal these indexicalities, 
which enable other members to understand the mainstream patterns and 
reasonably interpret and reinterpret these scenarios (Coulan, 1995: 33). To 
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total sum of these interpretations and readable patterns according to 
Harold Garfinkel is the “common knowledge” of each member of society, 
which he calls the ‘Documentary Method of Interpretation’. This idea along 
with further explanation of Ethnomethodology will follow as part of this 
research project. However, another main theory will also be included. 
Social Learning Theory, later to be coined Social Cognitive Theory by the 
same man; Albert Bandura will be included to fill in the pieces in which 
Garfinkel leaves somewhat empty. 
 
One of the issues with Garfinkel’s Ethnomethodology is though he 
acknowledges that members have common background knowledge, he 
does not explicitly expand on as to how members have gained it.  Albert 
Bandura however, digs slightly deeper with a psychological perspective into 
what it is that creates these indexical patterns. Social Learning Theory, or 
Social Cognitive theory is divided into three sections as to the way in which 
members learn “common knowledge”. These three sections are: personal, 
behavior and environmental. Personal relates to how people think and feel, 
as well as their self-perception (reflexivity). Behavior can be thought of, as 
the outward production of inner feeling, and environmental, as ones reality. 
These topics work in reciprocal motion within each member as individuals 
from the moment of conception and throughout life. Each of these sections 
is broken down further into sub-sections which will be discussed thoroughly 
in the later portion of the project.  
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Introduction 
The aim of this project is to observe and explain what most people 
take for granted: the harmony and relatively seamless nature of our 
everyday activities and interactions. Take for instance, the congruity in 
which a coffee bar operates, and how is it that individuals know how to act 
within that specific setting in order for it to operate accordingly without 
blaring written or verbal rules explicitly denoting how to act within such a 
setting. The desire to understand how this formality is actively produced 
has encouraged us to conduct fieldwork in a daily setting. We chose the 
Danish coffee bar chain Baresso in Fisketorvet mall as a premise for our 
observations and notes. 
 
Social Sciences tend to look at this phenomenon through a pair of 
spectacles, in which a bias point of view as well as presumed cultural 
expectation is often already constructed. Even further, sociologists tend to 
look at members of society as patients for scientific research instead of as 
teachers in which they can gain new and unexpected knowledge from 
(Coulan, 1995: 30). It is therefore that Ethnomethodology, a radical branch 
of the social sciences, is instead chosen to be a part of the project.  
Ethnomethodology is a system which lets members to take center stage, 
which means that the members utilizes these system as a method to 
construct the cultural common sense in order to view and understand the 
world and the surrounding.  
 
On the other hand, in our case study, Ethnomethodology is used to 
conduct the analytical fieldwork within Baresso in order to better 
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understand the social members as well as how the members of the social 
sphere created and organized these taken for granted daily socio-cultural 
scenario. Ethnomethodology will be utilized by our group as a method to 
obtain an analytical knowledge on peoples’ practices, categorizations, 
interactions and communication within the bounds of Baresso coffee bar.   
 
This conception lead us to another branch related to the topic of 
Ethnomethodology, which is entitled Membership Categorization Analysis 
as our first analysis starting point. The importance of Membership 
Categorization Analysis to the project - as one of the departure points - is 
because it concentrates mostly on which methods are used by members to 
gain understanding of their own social category as well as the others in 
order to make sense of the socio-cultural norms.  
 
Furthermore, when exploring the members’ interactions, it is also of 
relevance to look into other areas of study in order to gain a well-rounded 
understanding of their interaction processes. Thus, before conducting the 
fieldwork, it was useful to have some knowledge about interpersonal 
communication and how identity is configured. It is merely because the 
theory of interpersonal communication will give us the fundamental 
awareness of what is involved in the process of communication, which 
means every kind of interaction between individuals in a socio cultural 
sphere. 
 
The existing formality of every social setting or situation is often self-
evident by the members that form part of it. There are some values and 
norms that are absorbed by each member while growing up and observing 
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recurrent patterns. These norms are accomplished by members of society 
and often lead to the formality of different informal settings. For this reason, 
this project will also explore the Social Learning Theory in order to present 
the background from where members learn and transmit to each other in 
regards on how to practice in the different social settings. Understanding 
the processes of learning has led to recognizing why members act in 
accordance with the social norms. It is useful for every member to devise 
their actions in a way that their purpose is clear or can be explicable if it is 
demanded. The fact that they devise their actions in that way, formalize 
and make sense of their daily activities. Even though the project questions 
why members use different methods to make sense of their activities, the 
main focus will be on how these methods are used to create formality in 
casual settings. Ethnomethodology is a useful approach in this case since it 
considers members as experts of how to put in practice these methods. 
 
 Recognizable practices and patterns, which are found in the 
presented setting, are being analyzed in order to categorize the observed 
members into the category they belong. In this project, observers are 
presented as other members of the setting rather than outsiders who are 
not familiar with it. In Ethnomethodology the researcher uses its own 
knowledge and understanding of categories. Thus, it is important to notice 
that the observations are being analyzed in a ‘micro-level’ scale, what 
means that we are focusing on face-to-face practices and interactions 
rather than large-scale social processes. Categories, such as age, race, 
class or gender, are being less relevant in the chosen setting. This is 
because, in a coffee bar, the main categorization of the members will be of 
staff, regular/new clients, single/group of customers, etc. The expectation 
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of member practices in that specific setting will be bounded to a set of 
formalities that will be explained when exploring the fieldwork.  
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Ethnomethodology: Influences and Origins 
Harold Garfinkel was an American sociologist, who had an extensive 
career in the development of Ethnomethodology. He was the one who 
coined the term ‘Ethnomethodology’ in the 1950s to describe the methods 
that members use to actively produce and establish order in their social 
interaction in everyday life. Therefore, Garfinkel’s work within the field will 
be the main source of information which has been attained over the years 
regarding Ethnomethodology. Ethnomethodology is the method and theory 
that will be exercised in this research, and for that reason it is important to 
give a basic background and perspectives of the term and the way it could 
be applied to our case study: Baresso Coffee Bar. That said, the 
understanding of the term will involve an explanation of the origin of the 
term and how it came to be used, followed by going further into specific 
areas of Ethnomethodology. To further understand the term and its 
influences, there will also be a short comparison between 
Ethnomethodology and the ‘traditional sociology’ for the explicit reason of 
showing the importance of the new ethnomethodological approach. As a 
final note, there will be various references throughout this chapter related to 
the controversy of how Ethnomethodology should be viewed in the wide 
scope of sociology.  
            
 To clearly grasp the concept of Ethnomethodology it is important to 
look at the influences of the field. Since Ethnomethodology is considered a 
branch of sociology it makes sense that some of the most relevant 
sociologists, such as Weber and Durkheim, have had an impact on this 
field. Both of them presented their revolutionary approaches to understand 
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society, and are currently still referred to by contemporary sociologists. 
These are the concepts of the field of sociology that will be referred to as 
the ‘traditional theories’. Durkheim was rigorous in his research to put aside 
any kind of allusions or assumptions. He is known as the one who 
established the actual academic discipline of sociology as it is known today 
(Smitha, 2009). Weber defined sociology as the science that wants to 
justify the course and effects of social action by interpreting and 
understanding it (Smitha, 2009).  
 
However, to make the link between these ‘traditional sociologists’ and 
Garfinkel, it is important to also introduce Garfinkel’s teacher Talcott 
Parson, as well the phenomenological philosophies of Alfred Schütz. 
Talcott Parson had an enormous effect on the development of 
Ethnomethodology. Parson argued that social norms are a system that has 
been generated by different meanings and the symbols that culture has 
associated to them (Caldwell, 2008). This complex social system has been 
developed into organizational structures that have social functions. Every 
part of this system works together to promote order and sense. Hence, he 
defines social structures as an important pattern of social behavior. 
Members assume different status and roles that are units of the social 
systems but are not qualities of the members themselves (Caldwell, 2008). 
Parson’s ‘synthesization of various classical traditions of sociological 
theorizing and research’ was something that Garfinkel molded into his own, 
and furthered his concept of Ethnomethodology (Have, 1999). Being aware 
of the influence himself, Garfinkel has been noted comparing their works as 
“different and unavoidably related” (Craig, 2003). Returning to how this 
relates to Durkheim is that Parson was in his research elaborating on 
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Durkheim’s work even though it went in a different direction. Durkheim’s 
‘traditional’ idea of studying sociology’s problems would be concerned with 
explaining ‘social facts’ (Have, 1999). The ideas that Parson evolved from 
Durkheim’s ‘traditional’ view were later elaborated on and developed by 
Parson’s student Garfinkel, and assembled as key themes for 
Ethnomethodology. Garfinkel’s view on how Ethnomethodology differs is 
that it is geared towards an explication of the configuration of ‘social facts’’ 
(Have, 1999).  
 
Edmund Husserl originally developed phenomenology in the 1990s, 
but it was not until Schütz elaborated on Weber's theory of action that it 
was fully integrated into the field of sociology. The action theory was what 
would be described as subjective elements that had influenced the actions 
and are the cornerstone for society. Problem was that this theory was only 
concerned with the action not the behavior. As for how the 
phenomenological ideas of Schütz influenced Garfinkel, it would be logical 
to first explain the theory. Phenomenology is the study of structures of 
consciousness as experienced from the first person point of view (Smith, 
2011). What that really means is that phenomenology is the study of 
phenomena which should be fairly obvious because of the name. 
Furthermore, this concept relates to the way we experience things or the 
way that objects seem to be in our experience (Smith, 2011). To fully 
comprehend Ethnomethodology and how it relates to phenomenology it 
would take a much more extensive explanation then what will be offered, 
and is unnecessary for the reason that is the basic similarities and 
differences that are important. Those who study either of these fields 
knows better to consider Ethnomethodology a branch of phenomenology 
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even though that they have their similarities. For example, they share the 
same problematic in the constitution of objectivity, but differ in the in the 
way that levels of analysis, and basic research questions (Prendergast, 
2006). It is also referred to by Garfinkel as “[p]henomena of order are 
identical with the procedures for their local endogenous production and 
accountability” (Prendergast, 2006). This is why it might confuse people 
whom have not studied Ethnomethodology in a critical way, because the 
ethnomethodologists and phenomenologists take and apply each others 
works and expect everybody to follow along.    
 
There are two differences that are pertinent when evaluating 
Ethnomethodology and the ‘traditional theories’ of sociology. (1) ‘Traditional 
sociology’ most likely will give a breakdown of society and takes the 
‘facticity’ (factual character, objectivity) of social order for granted, all 
Ethnomethodology wants is to focus on the procedures that makes social 
order and how it is applied to everyday tasks. (2) ‘Traditional sociology’ 
would usually offer details about social setting that in turn would contend 
with the real details that was given by the people that were part of that 
particular social setting, Ethnomethodology focuses on giving an overview 
of the procedures that the people give in the details of the setting that there 
belong to  (Kailasrao, 2012: 262).  
 
When the concept of Ethnomethodology was presented to the 
sociological community it was a refreshing, original, and alarming to some. 
Some sociologists were worried that this new school of thought was trying 
to unravel the ‘traditional theories’ that had become widely accepted. 
Contrary to what they believed, Ethnomethodology was not meant for 
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anything other than to try and study the procedures of people by observing 
their everyday activities with the use of this relatively new method. 
Garfinkel uses the term Ethnomethodology to describe the “investigation of 
the rational properties of indexical expressions and other practical actions 
as contingent ongoing accomplishments of organized art practices” 
(Garfinkel, 1967: 11). Thus, the focus is on the methods that individuals 
use to establish the social order in their everyday lives.  However, most of 
the time individuals fail to even notice these methods and just behave this 
way because of their subconscious.  
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Ethnomethodology: Key Concepts and Definition 
Ethnomethodology can be seen as a special type of social analysis 
as exercised by individuals that seeks to explain the ways in which 
members of society create and maintain an order in social life. 
Ethnomethodology is an ‘in the field’ concept, which abstracts the different 
methods or practices that members use to accomplish their everyday 
activities. The investigation of ‘social facts’ and their determinants (factors 
that affect the nature of the outcome) is the ultimate goal of this sociological 
approach. ‘Social facts’ are treated as accomplishments which are 
produced in and through members’ daily activities. In the analysis of 
Ethnomethodology, representative, valid and reliable background literature 
is not the main methodological tool. Instead, Ethnomethodology will be 
interested in studying survey-related practices, such as the status of ‘social 
facts’ which is being established and taken for granted by the members of 
society. Practical activities, such as ‘observational reports’, constitute the 
qualitative research of this method.  
 
There are some key concepts that have to be understood in order to 
grasp what Ethnomethodology is. Those concepts are explained as: 
 
(1) Accountability and Reflexivity: Accountability is often associated with 
explainability, in the sense that members should design their actions in a 
way that their purpose is clear or explicable on demand. Reflexivity is a 
term that indicates an object’s relation to itself. It is used in the sense of a 
call to a self-conscious view of social activities and it refers to the inevitable 
property of accountable actions (Have, 1999). Reflexivity then, is a property 
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of human interaction that establish the grounds of ethnomethodological 
studies.   
 
(2) Indexicality: An action or expression is indexical when they are local, 
time-bound and situational. That means that indexical expression are those 
whose sense depend on the circumstances in which they are used and/or 
those to which they apply. According to Garfinkel, all expressions and 
actions are in some way indexical. As he mentions in his book Studies in 
Ethnomethodology (1967), the properties of expressions and actions are 
organized in a “demonstrably sense, or factidicy, or methodic use, or 
agreement among ‘cultural colleagues’” (Have, 1999). This is because 
indexical expressions and actions are produced by members as from the 
property of ordinary and routinized practical conditions. 
  
(3) The Documentary Method of Interpretation: This method consists in 
observing an indexical action or expression and treating it as ‘the 
document’. Here, a two-leveled model of social knowledge is presented: 
the abstract level of general knowledge, which is patterns, and the concrete 
level of indexical expressions, that are treated as documents (Have, 1999). 
The complicated task of this method is thus, to connect the two levels by 
stating the hypotheses we made from observation. 
 
(4) Membership: In Ethnomethodology literature, the concept of ‘member(s)’ 
is used in places where in other sociological approaches might have used 
‘person(s)’ or ‘individual(s)’. This is because Ethnomethodology does not 
focus on ‘individuals’ as such, but in the qualifications involved in being a 
member of a collective (Have, 1999). Thus, the notion of ‘member’ alludes 
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to the qualifications, such as language, knowledge, actions, etc. that people 
have in common as member of society. Ethnomethodology studies rest on 
the use of knowledge in order to study ‘membership’ as a phenomenon  
(Have, 1999). 
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Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA) 
Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA) is a well-established 
process of analysis, which has stemmed from Conversation Analysis (CA), 
which is an Ethnomethodological inquiry that has its central focus on both 
talk in interaction and the organization of social activities in interaction. 
American sociologist Harvey Sacks proposed CA as a systematic 
examination of social interaction. Its aim is to look for recurrent patterns 
when members are interacting within a public sphere. Sacks argued that 
people accomplish a local understanding by formalizing the patterns and 
practices of ordinary talk - and actions. He then developed MCA in order to 
illustrate the way in which members use categorization as resources to 
make sense of everyday life. 
 
MCA inquires into the methods used in order to categorize each other 
in relation to the accomplishment of social order (Housley and Fitzgerald, 
2009:346). This type of analysis deals with the ways that people use 
categories in order to formalize their roles when interacting (Day, 2013). 
MCA involves the examination of the exposed patterns in relation to the 
negotiation of social organization (Housley and Fitzgerald, 2009:346). 
Practical activities are ordered and the use of descriptive categories makes 
available diverse interpretations in situ. These interpretations are based 
upon different ‘features’ that bound up with categories that helps members 
to organize social knowledge (347).  An example of this is, for instance, the 
awareness that to receive a cup of coffee, it has to be paid for. This notion 
is made clear via various bound features, such as the presence of a cash 
register and cashiers (employees), signs with prices next to the types of 
  
30 
coffee and the fact that coffee is located in a space which is ‘off-limits’ to 
customers. Thus, it is here where the person having to purchase the coffee 
can find itself bound to the category of customer and can identify the 
person behind the bar as part of the shopkeeper category. Bound ‘features’ 
can be tied to moral ideas, such as obligations (e.g. having to pay for a 
product) or rights, or they can be tied to stereotypes that lead us to expect 
specific properties from members of different categories (e.g. doctors or 
policeman). There are some membership categories that appear to 
accompany each other, such as the ‘shopkeeper-customer’ or ‘father-son’. 
The interaction between the members of such categories is often 
influenced by the knowledge or familiarity with their expected roles (348). 
Hence, the customer has some expectancy about how the shopkeeper is 
going to treat them (friendly, helpful, etc.) and if the interactions end up 
being different than what is expected, it would provoke the disruption of the 
social order. 
  
Members use categories as methods to formalize the established 
norms that constitute social relations (359). Thus, MCA offers a method for 
understanding the mechanics of membership recognition. Identity groups 
are categorized and accounted for in practice and MCA helps to 
understand their normative regulations in relation to cultural knowledge. 
MCA should not be considered a theory of social categorization but rather 
an interpretation of member’s own resources for social life (Day, 2013). 
 
To sum up, it is possible to say that Membership Categorization 
Analysis unravels the processes and arrangements related to the 
understanding of the social life and to interpersonal communication. Thus, 
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this analysis has been relevant to our fieldwork since it pointed out how 
membership categorization helps to establish a taken-for-granted order in a 
specific setting. 
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Interpersonal Communication 
In this chapter, our group is trying to explore how individuals utilize 
interpersonal communication in their daily interactions to convey meaning 
to one another, whether that meaning is created intentionally or not. Since 
interactions that happen in a coffee bar are in the focus of this project, we 
found useful to draw on the study of interpersonal communication. This will 
help to explain which factors are involved in the process of communication 
and what will be the impact of such process on each participant. 
Additionally, we will try to analyze the socio-cultural ‘surround’ in which 
interpersonal communication takes place and the interplay within it, as well 
as the construction and display of different membership categorizations 
through everyday communicative performances. 
 
Interpersonal communication is always a two-way process that insists 
on the participation of at least two people who communicate their ideas. 
According to Professor Peter Hartley, who has had a successful career in 
Communication Studies, this process is not necessarily verbal, and it does 
not simply involve the exchange of messages but rather essentially 
involves the creation and exchange of meaning (Hartley, 1993: 9). 
Interpersonal communication is especially well-traceable in an everyday 
setting where a good number of people are involved, such as a crowded 
coffee bar.  An example may make this clear. When someone in a coffee 
bar places a bag on an empty seat, his/her action conveys a message, but 
an exchange of messages is not necessarily expected to follow from other 
individuals within the same setting. However his/her action undeniably 
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becomes a subject of interpretation and will carry a meaning for other 
people around.  
 
According to the researchers in interpersonal communication and 
cultural studies field, the process of interpersonal communication is a 
constant transaction of interpretation. They indicate: 
 
“You say something to me: I interpret it, not only taking note of your 
words but your non-verbal activity. I respond and you take note of the 
nature of that response.” (Hill, Watson, Rivers, Joyce, 2007: 10)  
 
In order to interpret the message and be able to understand the 
meaning, there must be a common understanding between the individuals 
who are interacting with each other. This method of making sense of each 
other’s messages is conditioned largely by the shared cultural background, 
since none of us lives in a completely separate world. All the symbols, 
signs and codes that are familiar from one’s culture are the significant 
building blocks for communication processes between individuals who have 
the same cultural background. The existence of recurrent patterns that 
persist on our daily life activities also has a strong influence on the way in 
which members communicate. On that account, the common cultural 
background and the identification of these patterns enable our group to 
place ourselves on the same level as the pre-existing communities of 
practice in the coffee bar. It is showed by the fact that our group is able to 
interpret and understand the displayed particular signs, codes, and cultural 
practices displayed inside Baresso, and accomplish the expected actions, 
i.e. order a coffee from the counter and pay for it. 
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One must not forget that interpersonal communication is not 
conducted only verbally, but it can be non-verbal as well. For the receiver 
to transmit a response, the receiver will also consider the non-verbal 
activity from the sender to understand the meaning of the message, and 
vice versa. It is not only the spoken word that works as an interaction tool 
but also the body language, the arrangement of the social setting, etc. 
Albert Mehrabian, Professor Emeritus of Psychology, (1971) argues that 
most of the messages that people receive in face-to-face interaction are 
classified as non-verbal communication (126). He emphasizes that it is not 
only through verbal conversation we can convey a message, but rather 
bodily features and personal attributes that help to deliver the message. To 
further elaborate on this idea, Professor of Human Communication, Stella 
Ting-Toomey (1999) explains: 
 
“Nonverbal messages signify who we are via our artifacts (e.g. the 
clothes we wear), our vocal cues, our nonverbal self-presentation 
modes, and the interpersonal spaces we claim for ourselves.” (126)  
 
It means that appearance, facial expressions and the intensity of eye 
contact, as well as gestures, bearing etc. can be signs to other people 
about one’s status and intentions.  
 
In addition, Argyle (1988) introduces the concept of spatial behavior 
as a part of the non-verbal messages. He further describes: 
 
“Spatial behavior consists of proximity, orientation, territorial behavior, 
and movement in a physical setting. Individuals appear to prefer to 
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keep a certain distance between themselves and others; this distance 
depends upon the relationship, social setting and culture.” (132) 
 
What Argyle means is that the distance between the members 
interacting in the same social setting depends on the level of their intimacy. 
Individuals tend to stand or sit closer to the people they have a warm 
relationship with, as well as people also tend to gaze more at those they 
like. According to Argyle, higher than normal levels of mutual gazing is 
often a sign of intimacy and mutual attraction (129). So it could be said that 
it is the way of organizing oneself in a room in relation to the other(s) that 
indicates the seriousness of the relationship between them. It is as well the 
level of effort put into the attempt to catch someone else’s attention. 
Besides facial expressions that convey the emotions, it is the rest of the 
body which is able to regulate social interaction. Noted English zoologist 
Desmond Morris, who has presented some 600 human gestures from 
around the world, explains that gestures can be made with a number of 
parts of the body such as the hands, arms, feet and head – head nods are 
normally considered as a gesture (130). 
 
As mentioned earlier, there are many techniques to convey a non-
verbal message. At the same time, there are also several sources of 
feedback indicating how the messages are being received and interpreted. 
For example, during a conversation the listener(s) will signal their attention 
with frequent eye contact while the speaker will, less frequently, use eye 
contact to check for feedback (129). Or another example would be touching 
someone’s hand. The one being approached could decide whether to 
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respond to the touch or ignore it, which will reflect his/her feelings towards 
the other member. 
 
Morris (2002) also comments on one’s general body posture, or 
‘bearing’. He claims that it is one of the most widespread and common of 
all human signals and he further argues that the ability to maintain a 
confident and energetic posture throughout interaction provides the 
speaker with a considerable advantage (131). Loose posture, on the other 
hand, indicates that one is tired or bored and would like to leave. 
 
Regarding appearance, dress and bodily adornment can signal the 
nature of the social setting as well as many messages about the self: 
cultural or group identity, gender, status, personality, ethnicity, faith, wealth, 
age, social roles and personal tastes, etc. (136). For instance, wearing an 
everyday dress in contrast to a more conservative dress in a meeting will 
communicate a different type of attitude towards the meeting and towards 
the other members. Meanwhile, when individuals’ choice of clothes is 
always up for interpretations, then wearing a uniform already sends some 
signals about an individual’s role in a certain setting. 
 
Moreover, it is important not to underestimate the contextual 
determinants that influence the interpretation process, e.g. social context. It 
is important to make a distinction between the environment and the social 
structure. Hartley explains the environment as “the setting or background”, 
in our case the coffee bar can be either tidy-welcoming or untidy-
unwelcoming, and the social structure as “the ways in which the particular 
event (setting) we are looking at is organized”, which means the so-called 
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“invisible rules of the game” which participants are expected to recognize 
and follow (Hartley, 1993: 82). Environmental context deals with the design 
of the setting, incl. temperature, noise level, furniture, etc., which affects the 
social climate of that place. Samovar and Porter (2004), Professors who 
have researched about communication between cultures, claim that 
furniture can be used to encourage or discourage interaction. To be even 
more concrete, the collection of physical objects and factors, such as the 
size of the room, color, lightning, etc., influence the communication process. 
It means that it is not enough only to take into consideration the location 
where the interaction takes place – in our case the coffee bar – but it is 
essential to analyze the characteristics of that specific café. Furthermore, 
another contextual determinant can be both participants’ emotional state in 
this specific situation, conditioned largely by individuals’ personality, values, 
needs, desires, etc., and whether they are being considered and fulfilled in 
that very moment or not. 
 
To take one step further from the influence of social environment on 
participants’ acts, the concept of ‘social order’ comes up when looking at 
the norms that guide social situation and interactions. Practically all the 
experienced members of society have knowledge of this social order which, 
in most of the cases, is linked to the conduct norms of different cultures. 
According to Hartley “norm acts are a guide on how to behave in order to 
be accepted by others in the situation” (Hartley, 1993: 87). Garfinkel 
explains those norms as “familiar daily activities, treated as ‘natural facts of 
life’ that form an unnoticed background that is described from a perspective 
in which individuals socialize” (Garfinkel, 1967: 35-37). British social 
psychologist Henri Tajfel, who is best known for his pioneering work on the 
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cognitive aspects of prejudice and social identity theory, explains that this 
background is composed of expectations that individuals have to fulfill 
when having a socially ordered interaction with other societal members 
(Tajfel, 1974: 37).  
 
Psychologist Judy Gahagan (1984), whose main research field is 
social interactions and their management, notes that “human beings are 
both prisoners of their social and physical environments and creators of 
them” (as cited in Hill, Watson, Rivers, Joyce, 2007: 66). To illustrate that 
thought, we can draw on the term ‘judgmental dope’, criticized by Garfinkel 
for its presupposition that social norms and regulations - which manage 
human beings by dictating how one should and should not act in a certain 
situation or environment - are already prescribed by one's culture (Coulan, 
1995: 30). His critic and work reflect the notion that members are actually 
the intellects, the experts, so highly attuned to the nature of conduct within 
specific settings, and they do not require active acknowledgement of social 
norms or regulations. 
 
It is relevant to look at Membership Categorization Analysis since it 
points out how members’ normative regulations are accomplished by 
category configurations that are evident supplies for them in the venture to 
constitute opinion, evaluate or just constitute the shape of social norms 
(Housley & Fitzgerald, 2009: 346). Membership Categorization Analysis 
builds up a discursive order and various moral logics that constitute 
members’ interactions (359). The notion of interpersonal communication 
includes how established roles allow members of the same group to 
assume a certain degree of predictability in others’ behavior, as it is 
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assumed everyone will behave in line with the role expectations; such 
predictability is socially useful when managing the varied communicative 
encounters of everyday life (74). 
 
When the individuals recognize that they share numerous features 
with other members of a category – all fulfilling the background 
expectations of a certain setting – then the individuals automatically share 
the same social identity with them. The relation between culture and social 
identities is explained as follows: 
 
“Culture is transmitted through the process of socialization: a process 
by which behavior is shaped in accordance with expectations 
embedded within the culture and among these expectations are those 
relating to social identities.” (Hill, Watson, Rivers, Joyce, 2007: 96) 
  
In addition, Henri Tajfel describes the notion of social identity as “part 
of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his 
membership of a social group (or groups) together with the emotional 
significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1974: 69). Tajfel also 
proposed that being inside a group gives one the social identity that one 
needs so that he/she can become a part of social world. Even though most 
people are members of many different groups, only some of those groups 
are meaningful in terms of how individuals define themselves. In these 
cases, self-definition is shared with other people who also claim the same 
categorical membership. Therefore, it is possible to talk about the creation 
of the process of self-categorization.  
 
  
40 
As mentioned before, certain membership categories appear to be 
related in pairs (e.g. the ‘father-son’ category) and the expected role of the 
members of the categories seems to be routinary. This means that these 
categories are relational and linked to an expected action or behavior that 
allows individuals to identify members of such categories (Housley & 
Fitzgerald, 2009: 348). One of the best known English social psychologist 
Michael Argyle (1983) identifies four key influences on the development of 
an individual’s self-concept and categorization: the reaction of others; 
comparison with others; social roles; and identifications (as cited in Hill, 
Watson, Rivers, Joyce, 2007: 67). 
 
Finally, another interesting aspect that affects communicative 
encounters is the usage of modern society objects as mediating factors in 
social interaction. According to Robert Bocock (1993), who presents key 
ideas of consumption, the usage of certain objects plays a key role in the 
formation of a self-identity. He explains: 
 
“Individuals can use goods to ‘become the being they desire to be’ by 
consuming the items that they imagine will help to create and sustain 
their idea of themselves, their image, their identity.” (140) 
 
To sum up the definition of interpersonal communication, one can say 
that it is a form of face-to-face communication with two or more participants, 
reflecting their personal characteristics and social roles, within the same 
social setting. The importance of interpersonal communication to our case 
study lies in a fact that a café is a social setting, where a good amount of 
individuals meet. Since it is a public setting, it is impossible to talk about 
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isolation. There is always some kind of interactions taking place in a 
Baresso, which help us to observe and make sense of the behavior 
required in such place in order to preserve the normality inside Baresso. 
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Social Learning Theory 
 
 “Social Learning Theory approaches the explanation of human 
behavior in terms of a continuous reciprocal interaction between 
cognitive, behavioral and environmental determinants” (Bandura, 
1977: vii). 
 
Social Learning theory is a theory based on the fact that members of 
society practice what Albert Bandura calls ‘reciprocal determinism.’ 
Reciprocal determinism implies that individuals not only learn via 
observation, reinforcement and replication to create the self, but also that 
they are limited by their environmental and intellectual boundaries 
(Bandura, 1997: vii). In contrast to early thought, where behavior was said 
to come simply from inner impulses and drives (Bandura, 1977:2), Social 
Learning Theory (SLT) holds its premises on the grounds that behavior is 
neither an inner inclination, nor explicitly external. SLT is in fact a 
“reciprocal interaction of personal and environmental determinants” 
(Bandura, 1977:12). The diagram below explains the interaction between 
the three main determinants of SLT: behavior, environment and personal.  
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Describing the interaction between personal and behavioral 
determinants is the first step to explain how this triadic reciprocal model 
works. Firstly, determinants illustrate factors that strongly affect the nature 
or the outcome of something. When discussing the personal level, this 
refers to what people think and feel. This also includes their beliefs, self-
perceptions, goals and intentions. All of these can play a role in behavior. 
The personal determinants also include biological factors such as physical 
features, capabilities and sensory systems. However, these biological 
features can be altered by behavioral experiences (Bandura, 1986: 3). 
 
 The interaction between environmental and personal determinants is 
based on the “relation between personal characteristics and environmental 
influences” (Bandura, 1986: 3). Social influence can alter what individuals 
think and feel, their beliefs and emotional patterns. External influences from 
the environment are presenting various models of how to act in certain 
situations according to individuals’ physical characteristics or status within 
a situation or a setting. In turn, it is also possible to choose to go along with 
the environmental normative or use individual will to create a break in the 
social order. 
 
 The final layer in the triadic diagram is that in which environment and 
behavior interact. Bandura states “behavior alters environmental conditions, 
and is, in turn, altered by the very conditions it creates” (Bandura, 1986: 4). 
Environment is not a static entity, and therefore is not necessarily active 
unless activated by the members’ or actors’ behavior. For example, to 
become a customer of Baresso it is necessary to purchase a Baresso 
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product. Another example could be, a person whose behavior is aggressive 
in relation to a person who is friendly, will create different environment; a 
hostile environment versus a pleasant, amicable milieu (4). The 
environment however, can also play a role in creating a hostile or a 
pleasant behavior, depending on which aspects of environment are 
available to be activated.  
 
 It is important to remember that with this theory individuals are not 
driven purely by inner impulses, nor are they completely prisoner to the will 
of the environment (Bandura, 1977: 12). Albert Bandura suggested that 
these three points were obtained via various levels of observational 
learning: modeling, verbal and symbolic. These again are broken down into 
different ways in which they can be obtained. 
 
 Observational learning — meaning being able to observe situations 
and understand their sequences — is a very comprehensible idea, which 
fits very well with the logic of evolution and survival of the human species 
(12). Still, it is important to notice that observational learning is culturally 
bound. As young infants, individuals observe their parents and their 
interaction with each other, with friends, and their social settings 
(environment). People unknowingly tend to gather understanding of how to 
behave in specific situations based on the trail-and-error ways of those they 
are observing (Bandura, 1986: 21). In a verbal sense, this is also how 
languages are created, social norms are set into play and how symbols can 
be used in reflection of all of this (Bandura, 1977: 13). 
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 As mentioned before, observational learning methods are broken 
down into three separate concepts in order for the methods to impact. 
Bandura proposes another four characteristics that as members must 
possess: Attention, Retention, Reproduction and Motivation (Bandura, 
1977: 23). Attention requires us to be observant; remember and extract the 
things in which we see. Retention is an active process, in which memories 
are transformed and reconstructed into ways in which the brain can retain 
the information. The importance of the symbolic method is also activated 
here. Reproduction is the next step in modeling the symbolic messages; 
the language and actions retained now become a part of the overall 
behavioral lexicon, in which individuals then reenact for self-observation 
and feedback. The final key process: motivation is based on the reaction to 
the action, the behavior praised or punished by individuals themselves as 
well as their external peers and environment (Bandura, 1986: 24). In 
essence, one could say that the aim of SLT is to look at these steps both 
separately and in conjunction with one another.  
  
In observational learning interaction with the environment and other 
members plays a vital role in individuals’ development. Personal beliefs, 
feelings and outward behaviors are shaped by the information gathered. 
Without the ability to understand the surroundings, adapt to them and learn 
from them, the effects could be consequently fatal (Bandura, 1977: 12). 
Simply put, this is how members learned to bring an umbrella when it is 
raining outside, or to apply sunscreen if it is sunny (Atkinson, 2010: 602). 
Such adaptations have been learned through observation, whether 
symbolic, linguistic or recurrent patterns. These simple notions of 
awareness start the formation of the understanding of the environment 
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around us as infants, and how they should interact with it (Bandura, 1977: 
17). However, while observing only gives us ‘guidelines’ or ‘symbolic 
representations‘, it is up to the individual to mold the information that is 
gathered into a functional system that works not only for the individual, but 
also in society and the environment (24). This is because individuals do not 
all have the same prior notions and experiences in which they interpret the 
information. Because humans are genetically different, their abilities to 
interpret material may also vary.  
 
 The importance of this theory is in how it can help to answer some 
underlying questions as to how the theories and processes mentioned 
above operate efficiently. Ethnomethodology allows researchers to give 
power to the people in order to note the fact that there exists an underlying 
method, in which the members formally and systematically control. 
Interpersonal communication brings forward the idea that to communicate 
is not necessarily simply verbal, but also non-verbal, and that these 
interactions work to enable each member to place other members into 
categories. This process is referred to as membership categorization. 
However, explaining where or how it is possible that members of society 
are so completely unaware, yet so acutely competent in creating social 
harmony within the coffee bar or any other cultural setting, still requires a 
more solid theoretical foundation, which is why SLT is introduced. 
 
Garfinkel brings to the table the idea that this notion of being able to 
create categorization requires a background understanding. One part of his 
notion as to how members created such categorizations was, as mentioned 
in the first chapter, the ‘Documentary Method of Interpretation’. To expand 
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on this, the idea also refers to a way in which members, such as those in a 
coffee bar, draw on past events in order to interpret current situations 
(Garfinkel, 1962: 358).  He calls these events ‘documents’. This idea also 
ties in with another aspect he presents: ‘reflexivity’; the subject’s self-
awareness or consciousness. Together, these aspects show a connection 
to membership categorization, based on previous ‘documentation’ of norms 
as well as an individuals’ ability to identify other members and acknowledge 
what they expect from them according to the established norms. Though 
Garfinkel agrees that all members subscribe to pre-existing background 
knowledge, his main works were based in Ethnomethodology as a method, 
and seems to sufficiently fall short as a theory on how “common sense 
knowledge of social structure” are obtained (Garfinkel, 1967: 79).  
 
 Categorization of members starts in essence before the actual act of 
categorizing. Garfinkel argues against the social sciences by saying that 
members are not judgmental dopes; simply acting unknowingly, ‘dope-ish’ 
and unaware. This is where his theory leaves space for Social Learning 
Theory. The fact that members build their own theoretical foundation 
supports Garfinkel’s claim of systematic member intelligence by gaining 
‘documents’ according to the triadic diagram from the day of their birth 
onward. It is now that we have created a well-rounded, ground-up 
theoretical framework, in which to now present the study at hand: Baresso 
Coffee Bar. 
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Ethnomethodology in Practice: Baresso Coffee 
Bar 
 
Fieldwork was carried out to look at the pre-existing communities of 
practice in a coffee bar and the methods members use to formalize the 
norms of an informal setting. Through this fieldwork we will address 
peoples’ practices, their categorizations in action and their 
intercommunication with the aim of showing some ‘micro’ factors of a daily 
setting (Laurier, E., Whyte, A. and Buckner, K., 2001: 201). This means 
that the obtained interpretations can maybe only be applied to this specific 
case and not to large-scale social processes in general. The first step of 
our fieldwork was to choose a setting in which we could be able to observe 
the systematic nature of an informal interaction process. We chose a coffee 
bar since we accounted that the formality of the café society is something 
that is often taken for granted. Coffee bars present a specific part of the 
public life where rules of conduct are being followed and where there are 
some values which guide norms of behavior for the customers (195-199). 
 
In Europe from the seventeenth to nineteenth century and even today, 
cafés have become places where citizens gather and interact with each 
other (Laurier, Whyte, and Buckner; 2001: 197). In the beginning, coffee 
places were considered places where public and political affairs were 
discussed. Nowadays cafés can be treated as ‘democratic spaces’ where 
pre-existing communities can interact cooperatively, following certain order 
and formal norms that are assumed by the members taking part of the 
place (Philo, 2004: 17). Hence, even though a coffee bar can be viewed as 
an informal setting, social status is quite relevant for the proper functioning 
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of the practices carried out in situ. In every public place there are a set of 
common codes of conduct that guide the behavior of its members (Laurier, 
Whyte, and Buckner; 2001: 199). Coffee bars, as other public places, 
involve that the individuals acquire a collective character but still each 
individual holds its own position and is able to categorize the other 
members of that collective.  
 
As it is argued in the Journal of Mundane Behavior (2001), joining a 
crowd of strangers in the street can lead us to realize that the members of 
that crowd are not homogeneously seen as strangers. For example, it is 
easy to identify tourists, teenagers, babies, window shoppers, etc. (201). 
The same happens in a coffee bar, where we can identify the 
characteristics of customers (which will be elaborated upon further) as 
opposed to simply a ‘crowd of strangers’ within the premises. There are 
also other aspects that make us later categorize those customers under 
different categories. 
 
Our interest is focused on how members of society create and 
identify the different membership categories and formalize the social 
order of a public space. The conduct and appearance of the different 
members of society allow other members to make interpretations about 
them and make sense of their actions. In general, elements of daily life 
are seemed as obvious and are commonly overlooked.  
 
Thus, we decided to put in practice our own observational skills and 
explore the methods that we, as members, use to assign each member to 
a different category and make sense of  the established order. 
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Unwritten Visually Presented Rules and Norms 
 
 The coffee bar we chose to base our fieldwork is Baresso in 
Fisketorvet, Copenhagen. Baresso is a well-known coffee bar chain in 
Denmark. The first Baresso was opened in 2000 by Kenneth Luciani, who, 
after 20 years in Italy returned to Denmark, and thought that Denmark 
was missing a place which served quality cups of coffee (Baresso, 
Historien om Baresso Coffee). The mission of the first Danish coffee 
chain is to offer its customers a good coffee break and experience. Since 
2000, Baresso has spread across Denmark’s biggest cities, becoming a 
sign of the cosmopolitan lifestyle and the coffee culture in Denmark. The 
fact that Baresso is well-known and far-spread, made it a suitable location 
for carrying out the fieldwork. What made it even more appealing is the 
fact that all of us in the group have international backgrounds, yet all 
know and have been to Baresso coffee bars enough to call us ‘regular 
customers’. 
 
The chain Baresso has branded its image using burgundy as the 
main brand color, with the tables, floors and some chairs sharing an oak-
wood color. The café is accented finally with single-seat black leather 
sofas.  The layout of this Baresso is quite open in comparison to other 
Baresso locations, since its premises do not have any boundary wall that 
separates the coffee bar from the mall. The only sign to distinguish the 
separation of the premises and the mall floor is the materials the two 
floors are made of. Baresso is positioned on the second level of the 
Fisketorvet shopping mall, overlooking another bar that is positioned on 
the other side of the floor, as well as a view down to the main level. From 
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the Baresso premises, customers can easily observe the people climb up 
and down the escalators, or if desired, take note of the large sculpture 
which fills the open area between the escalators. As we begin to look 
more specifically at the layout inside the coffee bar, we note the line of 
customers waiting to order. Customers register that the area, which is 
lined on one side by the fridges, cash registers, coffee machines and staff, 
to the other side, which is lined by bar stools and matching bar tables, is 
where the queue is formed. There is no sign that exclaims that this area 
is where the customers can place their orders, but the placement of the 
staff behind the cash registers in the bar and the set menu/price list 
posted on the wall behind them only reinforces this interpretation. 
Therefore, people including ourselves, begin to place them in the queue 
waiting to be attended. 
 
It is important to notice the dynamic feature of the queue since it 
moves its members through its order from one category to another 
(Laurier, Whyte, and Buckner; 2001: 205).  So firstly, we hypothesize that 
the people, who have just entered Baresso and placed themselves in the 
line, are becoming members of a queue. Secondly, these queued 
members develop into customers of Baresso once they have made their 
purchases. Queuing is a way of space organization that indicates a 
conduct norm, and breaking the queue order would mean breaking the 
formalized social order. The final phase in the movement of the queue 
upgrades the customers into the category of consumers. After placing 
their order and collecting their products, membership categorization does 
not stop. Members of the queue are assigned, among other categories 
that will be described below, to the category of consumers. 
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As mentioned in the previous chapter, the placement of furniture 
plays a significant role in encouraging or discouraging interaction. In 
Baresso, the tables are small which allows only drinking a cup of coffee 
or having some small snack. This determines the time a customer is 
expected to stay, since he/she will occupy the space that someone else 
might be in need of. The interaction of the clients in the space is 
delimited by a system of order-consume-leave that creates a regulation 
for them. If someone decides to occupy a space for too long, it may 
disrupt at some point the usual running of the setting.  
 
Furthermore, the interior and furnishing of Baresso indicates that 
the coffee bar is established as a table-sharing place. Most of the tables 
are positioned such that two or more people can sit in. During busy hours 
it might be necessary for customers to share a table with each other even 
if they are strangers. The customers’ behavior suggests whether they are 
opened for sharing a table or not. The simple act of putting a coat or a 
bag on the chair next to one is a sign indicating that the customer does 
not want to share the table with a stranger. In our fieldwork we can 
observe separate pairs of customers sitting in a very close distance with 
each other and it can be perceived that this does not make them feel as 
comfortable as they would in a more private table. It is easy to recognize 
that customers are sharing a table with strangers when their chairs are 
further apart than normally and when they drink and eat in silence paying 
attention to various other things (i.e. laptop, phone or newspaper). 
Meanwhile, customers who are with acquaintances are closer and are 
sharing more verbal or non-verbal signals with each other. 
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The provision of bins at different sites indicates that the customers 
have to clean up after themselves. The recurrent practice of cleaning 
after ourselves is being observed and repeated by the other members of 
the setting, no matter which category they belong to. Both customers and 
shopkeepers clean the tables when there is some garbage in order for 
new customers to have tidy tables and pleasant atmosphere. At the 
same time, customers are not holding a tray and a cloth in their hands 
while cleaning and they are not expected to wipe the tables since it is the 
duty of an employee of Baresso. What is important to notice is the 
learning processes through which members learn how to follow that pre-
existing order in the sense that objects, as the bins, and other members’ 
practices, such as cleaning when finishing, lead members to repeat the 
observed patterns. 
 
Places are massively ordered but this order is often overlooked 
(Laurier, Whyte, and Buckner; 2001: 223). The orderly nature of 
interactions aims to create a sense of informality or of a community (203). 
This is why it is the shopkeepers’ responsibility to make sure that the 
customers are getting the quality and service they are paying for by 
offering clean tabletops and a comfortable environment.    
 
In the middle of the café there is a table where you can find sugar, 
spoons, napkins and all kinds of accessories in case they are needed or 
someone wants to take the drink away. It is clear for Baresso customers 
that they will not be charged extra for these accessories since firstly, 
there are no signs indicating that they should pay, and secondly, no 
cashiers standing to collect the money. At the same time, since these 
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items are placed inside the premises of Baresso, then it is expected that 
they are being used only by the customers who have already purchased 
some product(s) from Baresso. 
  
On the tables there are electric candles and some promotional 
material about the new Baresso products. The promotional material that 
hangs on the walls tells us about the quality of the offered products 
(coffee collected by hand in an exotic location of the Colombian Amazon) 
and about some of solidarity work the company does in non-developed 
countries (fair prices for the purchased products in those countries, 
building schools in villages nearby coffee plantations, etc). The franchise 
branding through the logo is present everywhere (cups, sugar envelopes, 
walls, etc.).  This allows us to identify the place with the brand and get 
information about the quality and price of the promoted products.  
 
After having an understanding of the status quo of the place, it is 
possible to perceive the presence of ideologies of class. Commonly, there 
are cafés that are for members of higher economic classes and other 
cafés that are for members of lower economic classes (Laurier, Whyte, 
and Buckner; 2001: 223). This is not only noticeable from the cost of the 
product but also, among other things, from the placement of the setting. 
Baresso is often spotted close to commercial cores, such as shopping 
malls or centric streets. Thus, most of the customers of Baresso might 
belong to a socioeconomic level that are willing to pay for quality and 
branding. The information gained through these observations can be 
used by members as a tool for bounding the customers into different 
socioeconomic categories among others.   
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Membership Categorization Analysis 
 
According to Paul Ten Have, “The notion of ‘member’ refers to 
capacities or competencies that people have as members of society” (Have, 
1999).  In the chosen setting there are different identities implicated. Those 
identities can be grouped into different categories (such as families, 
couples, customers, etc.). What is striking is how we have come to identify 
the members of each category. The appearance and behavior of people, 
but also the way they organize themselves in a social setting, are tools that 
help us interpret their role in maintaining the social order. In a café, 
members are mainly categorized into staff and customers. However, the 
category of customer is very broad and it is possible within this category to 
be more specific and identify members as part of other more personal 
categories based on features such as age, race or gender, which are not 
directly relevant to the setting. The categorization of the staff is much 
depending on the setting itself, since it would not be possible to identify a 
staff member outside the premises of the working environment. This does 
not happen with, for instance, members of a family since they will still 
belong to the category of family no matter the setting. So, in order to 
categorize individuals as members of a family, it is more relevant to look at 
their age and gender in relation to one another, or carried objects (baby 
bottles or toys, wedding rings, etc.) rather than in which setting they are 
located at.  
 
Being aware of such processes of categorization has lead us to a 
better understanding of social practices that allow us to make sense of 
daily activities in informal settings. Below, different categories and their 
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features will be introduced in order to exemplify the interpretations that 
members obtain when subconsciously analyzing the other members and 
social practices around them: 
 
● Staff 
The Baresso employees are the most distinguishable membership 
category. This is most noted in their uniforms: a short-sleeve shirt, black 
pants and black aprons with Baresso logo printed on them. The fact that 
staff members are dressed in uniforms is a recurrent pattern that we have 
noticed in different similar service-minded settings, and learned to interpret 
from our previous experience. Uniforms carry an implied meaning which 
bounds to certain responsibilities. The information received from observing 
the practices of the members in uniform makes it possible for other 
members in that setting to expect a certain service or attitude from the 
uniformed members.  
 
It is possible to distinguish between different work tasks that have 
been assigned to the employees, e.g. some of them are standing behind 
the counter and others are walking around ensuring clean tabletops. As we 
approach the service counter, we are being greeted with smiles and polite 
tones from the staff members who are standing there. So we can conclude 
that the ones who are serving customers directly seem more welcoming 
and smiling compared to the ones who are at that moment just cleaning 
empty tables and not in direct face-to-face interaction with the customers. A 
minimum of two employees are standing behind the counter: one to take 
orders and the other to make coffee. The one who makes coffee, yells the 
finished orders out to the customers, and smiles politely once they are 
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being picked up. Meanwhile, the cleaning worker is a young woman 
wearing a black Baresso shirt walking around with a tray. She focuses her 
attention to the empty tables trying to find traces of what needs to be 
picked up and cleaned, and is not that eager to make an eye or verbal 
contact with the customers. 
 
The fact that the staff wears uniform inside a certain setting makes it 
obvious that they work there. Yet, even if they would not wearing any 
specific clothes, their attitude would still reveal their role. A rather 
noticeable difference in attitude is attributed to the awareness and 
alertness of the employees as opposed to the customers. Staff members 
look around several times to be prepared for the next action, e.g. someone 
to order, or to leave a table so that they could clean it, etc. Their awareness 
or alertness is also expressed by how they seem to constantly manage, 
organize and be aware of the influx of the activity inside and outside of the 
premises. These attributes also seem to contribute to the posture of the 
workers. Their posture is more attentive, and slightly tensed in relation to 
the relaxed posture of the customers.  None have their backs facing 
towards the ordering or bar area and, despite having nothing to do, they try 
to look busy all the time. The reason why it is relevant to account the staff’s 
posture is because, as mentioned earlier, body posture is a human signal 
through which members communicate energy and confidence. So if 
Baresso staff members would have a loose posture it would give the 
impression that they are not willing to offer a good service to the costumers. 
As it is mentioned in the Journal of Mundane Behavior (2001) staff, through 
their performance and the display of attentiveness, preoccupation or simple 
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motion, produce a trustworthy environment to both customers and other 
staff members (Laurier, E., Whyte, A. and Buckner, K., 2001: 200). 
 
 
● Dating Pair / Recent Couple 
A man and a woman sitting four tables in front of us are being 
identified by us as a dating pair. We claim that because they are two adults 
with approximately the same age, who sit in a table for two, facing each 
other. According to the hetero-normative notion, which is still the most 
spread notion in society, a couple consists of two partners from the 
opposite sex. This expectation definitely supports the categorization of 
these two people as a couple. Furthermore, is it normal to expect some sort 
of physical attention and contact between two partners who are dating.  
 
We can observe that the woman is leaning on the table in a relaxed 
posture that exudes some sexual aspects of her body and shortens the 
physical distance between her and the man, which is a sign of intimacy. 
The body language, especially of the woman, is quite provocative as she 
frequently touches her hair and exhibits excessive blinking. She might do 
that because either she is nervous or just desperately trying to catch her 
partner’s attention, but whatever the reason, she would not act the same 
way if the setting was more official, e.g. bank or office, and if the 
relationship between her and her partner was on a different level, e.g. 
banker-customer, chief-employee. The reason why we interpret the 
touching of hair as something provocative or sensual is again because of 
the observed recurrent patterns we have become to associate with flirting. 
Those patterns, such as touching her hair or excessive blinking, are 
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perceived as flirtatious practices related to femininity and sensuality. It is 
possible to recognize those patterns because, when experiencing flirting 
situations, they are recurrent both in media and when interacting with other 
members. 
 
Touching the hair or excessive blinking can mean a multitude of 
things, but in relation to this specific situation, these practices are most 
likely to be interpreted as part of flirting. The response of the man is also 
important in this case as we can perceive the reciprocity of the practices. 
Since the man is not offering a Kleenex or making any implications towards 
assisting with the issue, we can interpret that the excessive blinking is not 
due to something in her eye. Instead, his response to the woman’s 
flirtatious attitude is displayed in him getting physically closer to her, in the 
same way that she is doing since the beginning. 
  
Suddenly, the man pulls a portfolio out of his backpack and they 
begin to look at it together. This disconcerts us slightly because the 
situation seems to turn into a meeting regarding business, which calls into 
question that they might be in a business meeting instead of in a date. 
Despite this, the flirting attitude continues from the woman’s part, and we 
can see that he still is responding to her signs. It is at this moment - when 
the partners’ hands come together -when the relaxing posture expires since 
the direct physical contact, which indicates to a high level of intimacy, leads 
the couple to move towards each other in an almost awkward and unsure 
fashion. This leads us to think they are either a recent couple or on one of 
their firsts dates since it seems as though they are not overly confident in 
each other’s company. This impression is enhanced by the constant usage 
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of mobile phones. Every time when the man checks his phone, the woman 
reflexively checks her phone as well, as if to avoid uncomfortable silence.  
 
One of the final indications is that we can perceive that they are full of 
joy and that they are enjoying their time. This is seen in their facial 
expressions, such as continual smiling, and in their excited and positive 
attitude that spreads a comfortable feeling to the others around them. In 
our culture we are used to associate positive emotions with joy and 
happiness. If the couple had, in another care, been discussing or acting 
aggressively, the tension would have spread to the rest of the realm.  
 
● Married Couple 
Besides the dating pair we can also notice some other couples, 
however seemingly in much more long-term or committed relationships. 
This is detailed in, firstly, their extremely comfortable nature with each other. 
Whereas with the dating pair the flirtatious energy is high, the long-term 
couples’ public displays of affection or provocative attitude are rather 
unnoticeable. While in a date it is important to pay attention to each other’s 
gestures and movements in order to obtain more information, then in the 
case of a steady couple, that has been married for several years, 
confidence and the fact that they know each other so well allows them to 
pay attention to other things around them instead of constantly focusing on 
the person sitting in front of them.  
 
 Right in front of us sits a middle-aged couple whom we are giving a 
further notice to. There are several reasons why it is possible to categorize 
this couple inside the categorization of couple who has either been together 
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for a long time or married. They are also a heterosexual pair from the same 
age but we can see how the body language of the dating pair is more 
engaging towards each other, whereas the committed couple is more 
comfortable sitting in silence. However, because of the comfortable nature 
within the field of conversation, and as well as of sharing beverages or 
assortments of snacks, the sense of a steady partners seems even more 
obvious. The grazing of hand while passing a bag or a phone to one 
another also shows a sense of comfort in close proximity to one another. 
Unlike the dating pair, they do not seem to be frightened by either 
intentionally or accidentally touching each other’s hands because direct 
physical contact is not new to them. 
 
We can also notice that, while talking to each other, they are 
constantly keeping an eye contact, which is perceived as a sign of intimacy 
as explained earlier in the project. As we move to the external appearance 
of the couple, we note wedding bands on each of their hands, which 
implies that they are married because it is a common tradition to wear 
wedding bands once a couple gets married. Most likely are this man and 
woman married to each other since the two of them are drinking coffee in a 
bar during evening time. One could suggest that they are old friends who 
are catching up over a cup a coffee but the fact that they have a relatively 
closely matched choice of style only corroborates the image of them as a 
married couple. Both are dressed rather clean cut, both wearing tighter 
jeans, and Helly Hansen jackets.  
 
One of the final observations is that their attitude is really calm and 
peaceful, which is most likely caused by the confidence and the security 
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they feel when being together. Couples and pairs use some methods to 
establish the status quo of the relation they have to one another so that 
other members that are able or not identify them as a couple. The orders of 
a couple’s practices are often recurrent patterns that help the ones around 
them to gain information about what kind of relationship (e.g. marriage) 
they have. 
 
● Families 
In addition to two-people tables, there are several tables with a bigger 
group of people in them. In one of them we see a man in his thirties with 
two girls under ten. Observing the man's attitude towards the girls, we 
assume that he is their father. This is seen in the way he cares that they do 
not fall off the high chairs, he wipes the mouth of one of the girls and 
strokes the hair of the other. These practices are culturally related to the 
expectancies that members have about parental caring. The father does 
not lose sight of his children. It is possible to perceive warmth and affection 
in the father’s eyes that can also reinforce the notion that they are family 
related. 
 
From the girls part is observable a sense of closeness and comfort. 
When they leave, the man holds the hand of one of the girls while the last 
one holds the hand of the other girl. This implies that they, probably, are 
sisters. This claim is further acknowledged by the similarity of the girls’ 
physical appearance and the fact that they are wearing exactly the same 
type of clothes.  
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In this category, it is interesting to notice how much our presumptions 
depend on the reciprocal actions of its members and their dependency 
from one another. The categories of sons-parents, as others, are 
standardized relational groups of people that could not ‘exist’ without each 
other being present in the same setting. The observable actions of the 
members of such category are notably a routine since their relation to each 
other is the same day after day in every kind of situation. The fact that the 
father is alert of the danger that the girls can fall off their chairs reflects on 
fatherly instincts because he would avoid this to happen in any case or 
setting. There is a moral implication that helps to make sense of the 
situation where the father protects his kids from being hurt or, in a less 
important case, getting dirty. The fact that these affections such as caring 
and loving are reciprocal reaffirms the fact that they are family-related. 
 
● Homeless man 
An older man walks in. The presence of this man baffles not only us 
but several customers as he looks to be homeless. It is possible to perceive 
customers’ confusion since their facial expressions and low whispering 
point out their disconcertment. The disconcertment is caused because the 
presence of a homeless person disrupts the social order of the setting. As 
mentioned before, Baresso is often related to high quality and places, and 
to be placed in commercial cores. These features make Baresso a setting 
where members, who are willing to pay a bit extra for their daily cup of 
coffee, come and consume. A homeless person does not belong to the 
category of members who can daily afford to consume Baresso products. 
His appearance is not in accordance to the image one has about a 
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customer of an expensive coffee bar, which means that his character 
breaks the social norm type of clientele that is expected in Baresso. 
 
His hair and beard are long, gray and unkempt. His clothes are 
several sizes too big and somewhat dirty. It is expected that he walks in 
only to look through the trash for anything of useful value to him because 
that is a recurrent pattern observed in homeless people’s practices. Instead, 
after a while, he goes to the bar and orders a coffee. This action relates the 
situation back to normativity since the fact that he can afford a cup of coffee 
in Baresso puts him outside the category of a homeless person. That leads 
us back to the idea that the usage of certain modern society objects can 
play a role in the categorization of certain members. Carrying around a 
Baresso cup might imply that the carrier is belonging to a different 
socioeconomic category, but supposedly not to that of a homeless man. 
With the acquisition of a product at Baresso, the man is seen as a shabbily 
dressed customer instead of a homeless man. Thus, the fact that the 
apparently homeless man uses a cup of Baresso coffee makes him a 
customer as any other in the setting. Consuming an item with a Baresso 
logo bounds himself as part of the clientele even though he does not fit with 
the expected appearance of a customer of that specific cafe bar.  
 
After ordering a coffee, he sits in a chair in which, apparently, he left 
his purchases. This insures the fact that he is a part of the commercial 
setting even though he does not cover the expectations that one could 
have about an average customer at a shopping mall. Again, we can state 
that it is not only the physical appearance of members what can be used as 
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a method of categorization, but that their conduct plays a big role in the 
process of identification. 
 
Individuals can be conveyed under many different categories and 
some of them might be depending on the setting. When analyzing 
membership from an ethnomethodological approach, it is important to 
account that ‘being a member’ is about being bound into “a category with 
associated characteristics or features” (Antaki and Widdicombe, 1998: 3). 
This means that the members of each category are brought forth tin 
connection with specific practices or patterns. When a person recognizes 
these patterns, he/she is able to categorize him/herself and the people 
around.  
 
Culturally, members of society have expectancies on how other 
members should act or appear in order to assume the categories they 
belong to. This is why members are able to hypothesize that a man who is 
wearing a suit is a businessman or that a man who is wearing very well-
worn and dirty clothes is, probably, a homeless person. Accountability - 
which is often associated with members designing their actions in a way 
that their purpose is clear or explicable on demand - is an interesting 
concept to mention in this case. Let’s say that a man in a suit would starts 
rummaging through the trash. We, as the rest of the members observing 
him, will need to come up with a useful explanation that would clear up the 
man’s purpose. Our first assumptions would be that he is probably looking 
for something that he threw away by mistake or that he has lost. We would 
not think that he is looking from the trash bin for something to eat or to sell 
because he is wearing a suit and this kind of behavior is not what is 
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assigned to the men in suits. The suit has a social implication that helps us 
to gain some knowledge of who the members around us are. All members 
carry their own membership knowledge, acquired through their life when 
interacting with each other. Now, let us imagine a disheveled man who 
wears dirty and old clothes doing the same, rummaging through the trash. 
The purpose of his activities comes forth more naturally since it is clear that 
this man is looking for some food or anything of use for him.  
 
Another interesting concept to look at is the one of indexicality. An 
indexical action or expression refers to practices that are local and time-
bound. This means that the purpose or meaning of such practices would 
vary according to the setting. Through the fieldwork we have observed 
several indexical practices. An example could be the action of a customer 
approaching the counter and ordering a coffee. In a different setting, e.g. a 
clothing shop, this action would not make sense. Meanwhile if, in the 
opposite case, a customer would approach any member of the coffee bar 
staff and ask them for a T-shirt in a medium size, the result would be the 
same: the inability to make sense of the situation, the confusion of several 
members of the setting and the disruption of the existing order. 
 
These concepts put in words some of the tools that members use to 
make sense of their daily activities. Probably, members are not aware of 
what accountability or indexicality is, but they are unconsciously using 
them while interacting. Members have a common knowledge of how to 
account for their practices (accountability) and which actions and 
expressions make sense in each occasion (indexicality). This ‘knowledge’ 
is bound to the culture which one is a member of (Antaki and Widdicombe, 
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1998: 10). The values and images endorsed from culture allow members 
to observe, and then, interpret. It might be, then, related to education and 
learning process of how things should look like that creates a common 
understanding of the world. Thus, the effects of interactions, acts or 
settings have a string relation to that cultural common understanding 
shared by the members of a society (Garfinkel, 1967: 50). 
 
During the fieldwork, the realization of how many conventions and 
recurrent patterns members of society use to follow up with the formalities 
of social order in their daily life is an important step towards our 
conclusion. In every context, there are a set of rules and norms that 
members are familiar with but not aware of. It is obvious that people 
standing in a line in a bar, for instance, are doing that by positioning 
themselves in a specific place, but they also have an understanding and 
are able to reply to questions like ‘Are you in the line?’. Thus, being able 
to understand and express the purpose of an activity is an essential part 
of that action. Something similar happens when people interact. Once an 
individual recognizes the category in which the other member, whom 
he/she is interacting with, is part of, the way of interacting adapts to that 
specific setting, and to that specific member or members (Antaki and 
Widdicombe, 1998: 4). Hence, the identification and understanding of the 
category of members is a part of the interaction itself. 
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Discussion - Free Will 
 
Reflecting back on the process during the project, abstract notions of 
free will leaked into the discussion. If members work in synchronicity so as 
to maintain peace and order, there is really no room to step outside of the 
‘boundaries’ one’s society has created. For us, this raised some questions 
related to free will and if we do, in fact, have free will. As mentioned before, 
the main focus of this research was to seek out, via Ethnomethodology, 
how members of society create order by interpreting each other's roles that 
are displayed in a specific setting (Baresso Café). We took the research 
even further by explaining how members are able to make these 
interpretations by using the Theory of Social Learning. Using this theory, 
seemed to challenge the ideology of free will, and therefore beg the 
question: does free will actually exist? That being said, as an extension to 
our research we would like to discuss from a philosophical standpoint what 
this study has shown in regards to our free will as human beings. 
 
Free will, in this discussion, will be defined as the idea that individuals 
in society make their own decisions and/or actions and they should be held 
responsible for those choices (Blackburn, 2001: 82). This is to say, that we 
as conscious beings who are aware of the possibilities in which to choose 
from, and make a conscious decision based on knowledge of practice and 
its consequences. However, as the Roman philosopher Lucretius stated: 
 
 “The past controls the present and future, you can't control the past, 
also you can't control the way the past controls the present and future, so, 
you can't control the present and future” (Blackburn,2001: 83). 
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 This statement falls into the argument of what philosophers have 
coined ‘determinism’. Determinism states that every event in the present is 
caused by another event that happened immediately before, and follows 
the laws of nature (Blackburn, 83: 2001).  In this case, we do not have the 
ability to control anything including the past, and therefore, in essence, we 
have no control over the present or the future. Simply said, there is no 
other choice but to go with the flow, free from any type of responsibility. 
Though an abstract idea, the basis of his thought fits well with the Theory of 
Social Learning. As shown, we learn from our past experiences, and when 
we engage in everyday activities, we draw on these experiences and 
memories to understand the setting and the condition of the present and 
the future. Another point in this regard is that we are constrained by the 
norms and values that we have learned in the past, whether it is through 
cultural or personal occurrences. From a sociological perspective, where 
expectations are already placed upon members before the research is 
conducted, the idea that free will does not exist. For the trained sociological 
eye there will already be “standard social structures” at play (Hilbert, 1992: 
167). These social structures, according to sociologist Weber in ‘Durkheim-
Weber Convergence’ (1992), will also be known in advance because all 
members subscribe to the social norms and values in which they previously 
have learned (Hilbert, 1992: 167). Essentially, the belief is that all members 
are malleable and inevitably molded not by free will, but by the pressures of 
our cultural environments. Free will is, no matter the behavioral output or 
the complex nature of the individual, a subscription of the past, and 
therefore, as stated by philosopher Lucretius, uncontrollable in the present 
or future. 
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 On the other hand, as we learned in the theory portion of the project, 
there is no one theory that exists since in fact academia swims in 
theoretical perspectives. As sociologists had their perspectives, 
ethnomethodologist Harold Garfinkel also had his. As a critic to the above 
‘sociology society’ whereas the actors or members are what Garfinkel calls 
‘judgmental and cultural dopes’. To focus more specifically on the notion of 
cultural dope, Garfinkel refers to the members, seen through the 
sociologist-framework, as acting in compliance within cultural expectancies 
(Garfinkel, 1967: 68). Garfinkel, instead, believes that members are 
accountable and reflexive. This is to say that members can willingly choose 
to direct their actions in a manner, which is readable by others in society, 
by which they are conscious and aware (Garfinkel,1967: 8).  This idea 
seems to lend way to the notion that members do in fact have free will. In 
daily state of consciousness, the sense of self is very real. It is ‘the self’ that 
is involved in the making of decisions, coming to conclusions, choosing 
what to do, etc. In the condition where the self is unconsciously making 
choices, those choices are experienced as being of our own volition. Here, 
free will to us seems real. This is also emphasized by the idea that 
members are responsible for the actions they produce. If we use the 
Baresso café fieldwork as an example, we can say that customers have 
choice: they can choose to walk in, pay accordingly and receive the product, 
or they could walk into the café, demand the money from the cash register 
and create chaos. However, regularly the choice is made to follow the first 
example, but the second choice is still available.  
 
 Though free will would claim that we have a choice, and those 
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choices are entailed with responsibilities, do we actually have a choice 
when it comes to all aspects of our lives, or is it just an illusion? However, it 
also seems frivolous to take on a determinist perspective. We started out 
by saying that determinism was subject to the nature of law, that law being 
quantum physics. Quantum physics is our most up-to-date theory of the 
natural world. It states that events can essentially materialize without 
previous cause (Blackburn, 2001:84). This is to say that microphysical 
events ‘just happen’, which in turn would negate the idea of determinism. In 
quantum physics states that a previous cause needs not be materialized in 
order for the next-in-line cause to appear, then determinism becomes futile 
(84). This must mean that free will seems to return to the forefront. 
Unfortunately, though, quantum physics also introduces the facet of 
randomness in which events and causes happen that we can not choose or 
be held responsible for, and hence, free will seems equally futile. 
 
 If we choose to believe quantum physics, and stay true to 
determinism, we lose our free will and with that, our responsibilities. If 
though, indeterminism reigns, we seem equally also to lose those freedoms 
(85). The discussion seems to be a vicious circle, plagued by various 
theories and methods, which seem to all point in opposing directions. As for 
how this affects our questions in regards to free will in the setting of 
Baresso, it seems that we could say that it operates on the consensus that 
all patrons willingly choose to keep order in the café. However, the choices 
made could be said to be controlled also by the very determinants 
mentioned in Social Learning Theory, which shape and mold our character 
throughout life. To see an end, seems to be, we have only reached the 
beginning. 
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Conclusion - Summarizing the Main Points 
With the aim to explore the methods that members use in order to 
formalize their daily practices, we came across different concepts and 
theories. The first one, was the social inquiry of Ethnomethodology and 
some different approaches of this very particular science. The approach of 
Membership Categorization Analysis helped us to study some of the visible 
features of the members of Baresso coffee bar. The analysis of these 
features helped us to classify members into different categories according 
to their practices and appearance within Baresso premises. The 
identification of recurrent patterns lent a hand to the understanding of the 
need of membership categorization as a method to formalize Baresso 
status quo according to norms of conduct. During our fieldwork, we 
observed that every member respects the order in which they interact and 
in which events happen within the setting. There is a common 
understanding that leads members to be aware of that every action 
succeeds another in an specific order (e.g. queuing-ordering-retrieving 
order-consuming-cleaning-leaving). These common understandings 
formalize informal settings in a very disguised form.  
 
Meanwhile, there are some signs and codes within a premise that are 
slightly more visible than these above-mentioned implied codes of conduct. 
Here is where accounting the concept of interpersonal communication 
becomes handy. The study of communication processes is important when 
trying to interpret the signs that members are looking for and signaling 
when interacting with the environment and other members in Baresso. 
Members are in a constant communication process with everything that 
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surrounds them. They are influenced by the the others’ signals (either 
verbal or non-verbal), the social environment, contextual determinants, etc. 
which can all be observed inside our setting as well. Thanks to 
interpersonal communication we know that external factors, such as light, 
temperature, noise level and other features of the space, as well as 
whether the café is clean and atmosphere welcoming, affect members’ 
interactions in different ways. All this, plus their verbal and non-verbal 
communication, helps to shape their relationship with the current setting 
and to make them understanding of how to react and behave within the 
premises in order to keep status quo. As mentioned before, the attitude or 
conduct of the members helps us to bound them into different categories. 
This information makes it easier to interpret who is a member of the staff 
and who is a customer, or if groups of customers are relatives, colleagues 
or love partners. 
 
Once all these features that systematize the way in which members 
make sense of the setting are recognized, raises the question of where the 
common knowledge and used methods arise from. On that account, Social 
Learning Theory became a platform to find out the way in which common 
knowledge is created and spread. We found that members learn from birth 
and onward. They learn based on interacting with environment or culture, 
and with personal relationships. They look for measures of acceptance 
according to the behaviors they portray. If the behavior is accepted, then it 
becomes a regular part of the member’s lexicon, so that in like-situations, 
they can pull the accepted behavior forward to match the situations at hand. 
This supported the notion that members within Baresso, worked in a united 
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and harmonious fashion, though they had never met or necessarily been 
part of the setting before. 
 
Even though these methods are taken for granted, when exploring a 
setting carefully, they become visible. After the fieldwork, we became 
aware of the existence of these methods. The chosen literature and 
explored theories enabled us to recognize and name some methods that 
are being used by the members of Baresso, but also daily by us without 
even noticing. The realization of fieldwork has helped us to understand that 
in all settings, even in the most informal ones, an order is prevalent. Even 
in an apparently democratic setting, such as Baresso, there is a status quo 
that has been pre-established before. Thus, it is the same members, who 
use the methods, that create order. However it is also those members’ 
methods that maintain the pre-set order and a make sense of it. Most 
members are not aware that their interactions and practices are 
methodologically planned and limited by what they have learned previously. 
Therefore, we are aware that members play an important role in the order 
and function of Baresso because, in essence, it is them who choose which 
methods are set into play in a coffee bar. 
 
The dilemma of what entity, if any, controls the human race is a 
question that will continue even after this discussion has ended. For any 
sort of answer to come out of this question, theories and methods must be 
applied, such as we have done in order to further the discussion and 
onward to any possibility of a conclusion. In this case, how are members 
able to create order where there would be chaos if it was not for the 
knowledge or the methods that they obtained with the experience of life. 
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However, is it our own willingness to learn and need to be accepted by 
society that controls us and destroys the concept of free will, or do we 
make the rational choice to just go along with what we know to be working? 
Harold Garfinkel gives us a little credit by not acknowledging what he would 
call ‘cultural dopes’. Then again, just as every other idea that could give our 
will freedom, it is negated by the concepts of determinism.        
 
 As a conclusion to what the exploration of this different ideas and 
theories has taught us, we could simply say, that within all the informality of 
a setting, there is actually a very structured formality. This has taught us to 
take a closer look at what is actually happening within the settings we are 
entering daily, and various means by which members portray 
documentation in order for others to feel comfortable and safe within 
specific settings. Instead of working with preconceived notions of how 
members should act, we placed ourselves within the setting of Baresso, 
and let the members in that setting open our eyes. In some way, this also 
disheartened us a little bit as we realized how systematic our human nature 
is. It seems that little is left to our own choice. If we choose to act out of the 
formalities in society, creating an uncomfortable atmosphere within the 
setting, we ultimately could pay a heavy price for the obstruction. This idea 
led way to our discussion of free will and as to whether we have free will or 
not. However, this also opens up another angle, that of deviance and 
passive resistance, which could be an extension to this project in the future.  
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Used Literature 
We used three main pieces of literature, but combined with several 
related academic articles in order to build a well-grounded understanding of 
the topics discussed in the main literary pieces. These three main 
compositions included: Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967) by Harold 
Garfinkel, Interpersonal Communication (1993) by Peter Hartley and Social 
Learning Theory (1977) by Albert Bandura.  
 
 The Studies in Ethnomethodology by Harold Garfinkel was the book 
in which we started our research. This book unlocked new terminology for 
us, and enabled us to search further into other sociological branches in 
order to make a well-rounded project. Ideas such as Membership 
Categorization Analysis, judgmental and cultural dopes and most 
importantly the idea that the member was the creator of the research at 
hand originated with his book. Another reason we chose this 
Ethnomethodological literature, is because Harold Garfinkel is considered 
the ‘father’ of the topic, and his work within the realm is still held in high 
esteem. A final reason for choosing this text, was to help us carry out the 
main portion of our project; the fieldwork.  
 
Hartley’s book on interpersonal communication helped us to define 
what constructs a typical situation where two or more people communicate 
with each other, and to summarize the key aspects of what affects their 
interaction processes, e.g. the setting itself, the verbal and non-verbal signs 
and codes, the influence of cultural background on the understanding of 
these signals, etc. As a support material to back up but also to explicate 
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Hartley’s ideas, we used a book called Key Themes In Interpersonal 
Communication: Culture, Identities and Performance by communication 
experts Hill, Watson, Rivers and Joyce, which is a collection of ideas and 
explications that various communication professors and researchers have 
given out on the theme of interpersonal communication. 
  
Our final main selection is Social Learning Theory by Albert Bandura. 
This selection was chosen to fill in some of the holes in our understanding 
which came from the field work. Albert Bandura’s theory lends itself to the 
problem which arose as to how members are able to unconsciously create 
harmonious and functioning settings for other members to read and 
interpret. We used this theory to support the notion that members are 
taught via social societies and personal relationships to behave in a 
particular manner which is readable by other members. 
  
 Through the connection of these three literary works, and the various 
articles we found in association with them, we have created a better 
understanding on what influences our social interactions, and an academic 
paper, grounded in our case study of Baresso coffee bar. 
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Reflections on the Group Work 
We started off as a group interested in the topic of passive resistance 
and looked into some specific historical case studies which to further 
analyze. But soon, during our first group meetings, the project started to 
take a slightly different direction. We discovered ourselves questioning that 
in order to understand which situations and settings are being perceived as 
inclining towards outside the norm, we have to understand the concept of 
what is it that makes, in the first place, a certain activity being considered 
normal. The wish to solve this question led our group to take one step back 
and - instead of looking at the possible deviance from the norms inside a 
specific setting - we decided to analyze what are the norms that have been 
‘attributed’ to different kind of everyday activities, and how are they created 
and being followed by the setting-related members. 
 
Our group work has been dynamical and without any significant 
complications. We managed to share the workload from the beginning, 
constantly updating each other about the reading material, also by writing 
the most relevant information down to our shared folder in Google Drive. 
Google Drive was our main tool throughout the project, since it enabled us 
to work on the paper individually but still somewhat collectively when we 
did not have time to meet up altogether. The opportunity to constantly keep 
eye on each other’s updates has made our writing flow pretty smoothly and 
coherently. Furthermore, the supervisor meetings have helped to keep our 
project on the track since we got enough helpful feedback and suggestions 
of what is worth of being considered as relevant to our project.  
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All members of our group feel that this project is the most difficult and 
complicated one that we have undergone until now but at the same time we 
have learned the most from this project. The analysis of the aspects of 
everyday life have brought forth a lot of discussions and sometimes even 
difference in opinions but this is what helped our group members to get to 
know each other better and also learn from each other’s observations. So 
we can say that it has been a good and beneficial learning process for us 
all. 
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